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(54) Called party mailbox service 

(57) A service establishes (320, 416, 418) a called 
party mailbox (CPMB) for a specified duration of time 
upon request of a calling party when a called party is 
unable or unwilling to respond to the calling party. The 
CPMB service permits a CPMB to be accessed (360) by 
a called party and permits a CPMB to be modified (450, 
452) by authorized users. The status of access informa- 
tion (345, 360) is available to the calling party, which 
access information characterizes the extent of access 
to the established mailbox by the called party. The 
CPMB is advantageously implemented by a CPMB con- 
trol system comprising a processor and memory, which 
CPMB control system is connected to a communica- 
tions network. 
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Description 
Technical Field 

The invention relates to the field of communication 
services and particularly to mailbox services. 

Background 

A communication system enables a calling party to 
employ a terminal (e.g., a wired telephone, personal 
computer or cellular phone) connected to the system to 
exchange information (e.g., signals representing voice, 
text, video and data) with a called party also employing 
a terminal connected to the system. However the called 
party is often unable to participate in the exchange of 
information-for example, when a telephone call goes 
uncompleted because the called party does not answer 
or because the line is busy. 

Several solutions to this problem have been devel- 
oped. For example, the called party may have a tele- 
phone answering machine so that the calling party may 
leave a voice message for an absent called party, which 
message the called party may later access. Similarly, a 
called party may utilize a voice mailbox service. A mail- 
box is a medium or device (such as magnetic tape or 
random access memory) in which information can be 
stored and accessed. A service provider (such as a 
local exchange carrier) stores information from calling 
parties when the called party is unable to participate in 
the exchange of information. The called party, at some 
convenient time, can then access the voice mailbox (for 
example, by dialing a special telephone number and 
receiving a password) to receive the information. Yet 
another solution to this problem is a call-waiting service. 
A call-waiting service enables a called party, while 
already engaged in a telephone call, to detect when a 
new call from another party is received. The called party 
may then switch between the calls. 

All of these situations, however, depend on the 
called party making provisions for receiving information 
when the called party is unavailable or unwilling to par- 
ticipate in the exchange of information. Although serv- 
ices are offered that attempt to deliver information left by 
a calling party (such as by periodically redialing the tel- 
ephone number of the called party over a time period), 
such services and solutions do not enable a calling 
party to determine the extent to which a called party has 
accessed the information. Thus, there is a need for a 
service for enabling a calling party to make information 
available to a called party when the called party has not 
made such provisions and that enables a calling party to 
verify the extent to which the called party has accessed 
the information. 

Summary of the Invention 

In accordance with the present invention, a mailbox 
service is used in which a calling party may establish a 



mailbox for a called party and in which the status of 
access information is available to the calling party, 
which access information characterizes the extent of 
access to the established mailbox by the called party. 
The method advantageously provides a notification to 
the called party when information is input to the estab- 
lished called party mailbox and provides access for the 
called party to access the called party mailbox. 

Brief Description of the Drawing 

FIG. 1 illustrates a system in which the inventive 
method may be practiced. 

FIG. illustrates a system for providing a service for 
establishing mailboxes for called parties. 

FIG. 3 illustrates steps in the inventive method for 
providing a called party mailbox service. 

FIG. 4 illustrates additional steps for providing a 
called party mailbox service. 

Detailed Description 

FIG. 1 illustrates communications system 100 in 
which the inventive method for providing a called party 
mailbox (CPMB) service may be practiced. The service 
establishes a CPMB for a called party for a specified 
duration or period of time at the request (and optionally 
at the expense) of a calling party. The service enables a 
calling party to obtain the status of access information. 
The access information characterizes the extent to 
which the called party has accessed information in the 
CPMB. The CPMB may be used to store information 
provided by the calling party. Communications system 
100 comprises terminals 105 which may be employed 
by users of communications system 100 for sending 
and receiving information via communications network 
102. Terminals 105-i may be wired terminals (such as 
terminals 150-1 and 150-2 which are wired telephones) 
or wireless terminals (such as terminal 150-3 which is a 
cellular phone). Connected to communications network 
102 is CPMB control system 104 which is advanta- 
geously used to implement the CPMB service. 

CPMB control system 104 is illustrated in further 
detail in FIG. 2. CPMB control system 104 comprises 
processor 220 and memory 208. Processor 220 is con- 
nected to communications network 102, and thus proc- 
essor 220 is able to receive a request to establish a 
CPMB from a calling party using a terminal connected 
to communications network 102. Processor 220 may 
also advantageously extend the duration of an already 
established CPMB. Information from a calling party is 
advantageously stored in CPMB 210-j in memory 208, 
which memory also comprises portion 211-j for storing 
control information associated with each respective 
CPMB 210-j. Portion 21 1-j advantageously stores con- 
trol information relating to: the duration of the CPMB, 
authorized services, status of access information, etc., 
as described below. Processor 220 is also advanta- 
geously connected to credit card validation service 240 
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which is used to validate charges for establishing the 
CPMB when a credit card is used for payment. 

FIG. 3 is a flow chart of steps in the inventive 
method for a CPMB service. Once a party is connected 
to the CPMB service (step 301), if the party is making a 
status inquiry, step 302 is executed in which the status 
of access information is provided. A request regarding a 
CPMB is received from a terminal (e.g., terminal 105-i of 
FIG. 1) in step 310 and is advantageously relayed to 
CPMB control system 104. A request may be initiated, 
for example, by a calling party by dialing a specific tele- 
phone number assigned to a CPMB service provider 
when the calling party either receives a busy signal or 
no answer when dialing the called party. A request 
could also be initiated in response to a prompt from 
communications network 102, which prompt is activated 
when a busy signal is detected or after a prescribed 
number of rings of the called party's phone has 
occurred. The request is processed in step 320. 

FIG. 4 illustrates further steps useful in executing 
step 320. In step 410 it is determined whether the 
request is to establish a CPMB or to modify a previously 
established CPMB. If the request is to establish a CPMB 
(i.e., the "yes" branch from decision box 410 is fol- 
lowed), steps 412-424 (which form a part of a set of 
CPMB management procedures) are invoked. In step 
412 identification of terminals associated with the called 
party (e.g., the number of the telephone of the called 
party) for which the CPMB is to be established is 
received. The identification may be obtained from the 
called party requesting the CPMB or the number may 
be available automatically (e.g., by virtue of the calling 
party automatically being switched to CPMB service 
when getting no answer or a busy signal from the termi- 
nal of the called party). In step 414 it is determined if 
there are any limitations on establishing a CPMB for the 
called party. For example, it may be that some called 
parties may not with to have a CPMB established for 
them and may be able to block, or limit, their establish- 
ment. 

In step 416, information regarding available and 
non-prohibited CPMB services are advantageously pro- 
vided to the calling party. For example, the information 
may specify fees involved for establishing the mailbox 
for various lengths of time. The information pay also 
specify additional features that are available (perhaps) 
at an additional cost. Such additional features may 
include permitting the calling party to identify other ter- 
minals (for example, by identifying telephone numbers 
or e-mail addresses associated with other terminals) 
that the called party may access and to which a notifica- 
tion should be sent that a CPMB has been established. 
Such additional service features may also include per- 
mitting a calling party to add further information to an 
already established CPMB. A service feature advanta- 
geously included in the CPMB management procedures 
provides the status of access information to the calling 
party (or other authorized party) which characterized 
the extent to which CPMB services have been utilized. 



In particular, information is made available to the calling 
party regarding when notification was sent that a CPMB 
had been established, whether the CPMB has been 
accessed and whether the information in the mailbox 
was accessed or simply erased. The information can be 
made available, for example, by having the CPMB serv- 
ice notify the calling party when the called party is noti- 
fied that a CPMB has been established and/or when the 
called party accesses the CPMB. In another example 
(steps 302 and 304), the calling party may contact the 
CPMB service and (assuming a proper password or 
other authorization is provided) obtain the status of the 
access information. 

In step 418, information is received from the calling 
party relating to the duration of time for which the CPMB 
is to be established and relating to which additional fea- 
tures, if any, are desired. The information is advanta- 
geously stored as control information in memory 208. In 
step 420 a billing arrangement is established (e.g., 
whether the costs of the CPMB are assessed against or 
billed to a telephone account or credit card) and the bill- 
ing arrangement is verified (e.g., credit card authoriza- 
tion is obtained). Once billing arrangement are 
determined, in step 422 the CPMB service then estab- 
lishes a mailbox for the called party and optionally 
assigns a password associated with the CPMB and 
receives information input from the calling party, which 
information is intended for, and may be accessed by, the 
called party. In step 424 the CPMB service establishes 
procedures for notifying the called party. 

Returning to step 41 0, if the request is to modify the 
CPMB such as by extending the duration of the CPMB 
or changing additional features associated with CPMB 
or reestablishing the CPMB if it has expired (i.e., the 
"no" branch from decision box 410 is followed), steps 
450 and 452 in the set of CPMB management proce- 
dures are invoked. In step 450, the procedures deter- 
mine if the request if from a party authorized to make 
the request (e.g., the calling party who initially estab- 
lished the CPMB). Authorized parties may be, for exam- 
ple, those parties given a specified password (which 
password is established at the time the CPMB is estab- 
lished) by the calling party who initially established the 
CPMB. If the request if not from an authorized party, the 
CPMB management procedures end. If the request is 
from an authorized party, the request to modify or rees- 
tablish the CPMB is processed (e.g., the service will 
determine if the modifications are permitted by the 
called party and/or regulations, CPMB control informa- 
tion will be updated and billing will be adjusted accord- 
ingly). 

Returning to FIG. 3, in step 330 the CPMB service 
checks to determine if the duration for which the CPMB 
was to be established has expired. If it has, the CPMB is 
terminated and may no longer be accessed. As dis- 
cussed above, however, the CPMB service advanta- 
geously permits the same CPMB to be reestablished or 
extended by authorized parties upon proper billing 
arrangements (steps 450 and 452 of FIG. 4). If the dura- 
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tion of the CPMB has not expired, in step 340 the CPMB 
service determines if a notification should be sent to the 
called party. The method of notification is optionally 
determined during the establishment of the CPMB (e.g., 
the notification may only be given during certain hours) 5 
or by a default procedure. The notification may com- 
prise a greeting provided by the calling party when 
establishing the CPMB. The notification advantageously 
is provided to the called party when the called party next 
accesses a terminal associated with the called party (for 10 
example, the called party's own telephone) connected 
to the communications network. The notification may 
advantageously be provided when the communications 
network determines that a terminal associated with the 
called party is accessing the communications network 15 
(e.g., the called party's telephone has gone off-hook). 
The status of the access information is updated to 
reflect that the notification was provided in step 345. 
Step 345 may also include automatic messaging to the 
calling party that the called party has been notified that 20 
a CPMB has been established. 

In step 350, the service determines if the called 
party has responded to the notification and desires 
access to the CPMB. The called party may respond by 
dialing a specified phone number (which number may 25 
be a toll-free number) to access the CPMB. Alterna- 
tively, after the notification is provided, the called party 
can be queried by the CPMB service as to whether the 
called party wishes to access the CPMB. If the called 
party responds to the notification and access is desired, 30 
CPMB access procedures are invoked in step 360. 
Such procedures are advantageously a menu of options 
that permit the called party to access information in 
CPMB, erase information in the CPMB, skip some infor- 
mation and advance to other information in the CPMB, 35 
etc. The providing of the notification and any response 
to it are used to update the status of access information 
in step 360. Step 360 may also include automatic notifi- 
cation to the calling party that the called party has 
responded to the notification and may include a descrip- 40 
tion of the extent to which the CPMB has been 
accessed. 

Thus, the CPMB service advantageously estab- 
lishes CPMBs for a called party at the request of a call- 
ing party. The CPMB service advantageously provides 45 
a set of features (e.g., status of access information) and 
permits authorized users to modify a CPMB (e.g., 
extend its duration). The CPMB management and 
access procedures are advantageously invoked using 
manual techniques (such as by using operators) or by so 
automated techniques (such as the CONVERSANT® 
voice information system) or by combinations of auto- 
mated and manual techniques. 

Fraudulent use of the CPMB service is limited by 
using proper billing verification methods. Also, the use ss 
of passwords to access certain information (e.g., status 
of access information as to whether the called party has 
accessed the system) and to modify the CPMB can 
reduce fraud and misuse of the CPMB service. 



The method disclosed herein has been described 
without reference to specific hardware or software. 
Instead, the method has been described in such a way 
that those skilled in the art can readily adapt such hard- 
ware or software as may be available or preferable. The 
inventive method may be used to store information of 
any type, including information representing speech, 
text, voice or data. 

Claims 

1 . A method characterized by the steps of: 

receiving (310, 410) a request from a calling 
party to establish a called party mailbox associ- 
ated with a called party, and 
establishing (320, 416, 418) said called party 
mailbox having an associated set of features, 
said set of features comprising access informa- 
tion wherein the status of said access informa- 
tion characterizes the extent of access to the 
established called party mailbox by the called 
party and wherein said status is available to 
said calling party. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of estab- 
lishing is further characterized by the step of: 

assigning (422) password to the established 
called party mailbox. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein said request (418) 
specifies one or more features in said set of fea- 
tures associated with the established called party 
mailbox. 

4. The method of claim 3 wherein said set of features 
is characterized by a list of terminals associated 
with said called party wherein any terminal in said 
list of terminals may be used to access the estab- 
lished called party mailbox. 

5. The method of claim 1 wherein said calling party is 
assessed a cost associated with the established 
called party mailbox. 

6. The method of claim 5 further characterized by the 
step of: 

establishing (420) billing arrangements for a 
cost associated with the established called 
party mailbox. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein said request is char- 
acterized by a parameter specifying a period of time 
over which to establish the called party mailbox. 

8. The method of claim 7 further characterized by the 
step of: 
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extending (450, 452) the specified period of 
time in response to a request from an author- 
ized user. 

9. The method of claim 1 further characterized by the 5 
step of: 

providing (340) a notification to said called 
party when information is input to the estab- 
lished called party mailbox. 10 

10. The method of claim 9 further characterized by the 
step of: 

providing (360) access for said called party to 15 
the established called party mailbox. 

1 1 . The method of claim 9 characterized by the step of: 

updating (345) the status of said access infor- 20 
mation upon providing notification to said 
called party. 

1 2. The method of claim 1 0 further characterized by the 
step of: 25 

updating (360) status information upon provid- 
ing access to the established called party mail- 
box. 
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